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THE INDIVIDUAL CONFERENCE IN A DALTON
SCHOOL
THE average teacher in the typical
American classroom is perhaps the
clearest example in modern society o£
the autocrat. The average pupil is a member of the Third Estate. We are faced with
the anomaly of training for citizenship in a
democratic society through the medium of
an autocracy. When theory and practice
are at odds, practice as an educational
means has the better of it.
Education on the Dalton Plan is an attempt to harmonize theory and practice by
giving to the pupil freedom with responsibility. This is in keeping with the environment of boys and girls outside the school,
for the cardinal fact in that environment is
freedom. Throughout the field of contemporary human experience, as we know it,
the tendency seems for the child to be more
and more distantly removed from localized
centers of authority. He has more leisure
time. He has fewer specific, routine duties
to perform in the home. Parents, as well
as teachers and preachers, pierce the circumference of his conduct circle at fewer
points than they did a generation ago. Aside
from any consideration of the elements in
that soil from which this growing body of
freedom derives its nourishment, the challenge to the school is to provide the child
with an opportunity to train for freedom,—
for its enjoyment and right uses. That is
what the Dalton Plan attempts to do by
grants of freedom with commensurate responsibilties to the child in his school life.
In the organization set up to achieve this
.end the Dalton Plan depends upon many
things among which are teacher guidance
and leadership, the workshop, the written
unit assignment, the group conference, and
the individual conference. The individual
conference may be defined as a conference
between a pupil and a teacher for a pur-
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pose which involves the use of subjectmatter.
Individual conferences may be classified
in a number of ways, but one of the most
convenient is on the basis of the source of
their aims. Broadly speaking, there are two
such sources. These are the pupil and the
teacher. From this view point one is justified in speaking of the pupil-teacher conference and of the teacher-pupil conference,
meaning on the one hand that the pupil
sought the teacher and on the other hand
that the teacher sought the pupil. In the
first instance the pupil is engaged in the
pursuit of knowledge, in the second he is
observed in partial or utter rout. Happy
is that teacher whose pupil seeks her out
as one act involved in his task of problemsolving !
Again individual conferences may be
classified according to the character or types
of their aims, aside from the question of the
source. Any effort to present a classification of this sort would necessitate a discussion out of proportion to the space restrictions which modify a representation such as
that to which this article belongs. Broadly
speaking, however, the character of all aims
may be summarized in the statement that the
purpose of the individual conference is to
provide an opportunity for the learner to
learn and for the teacher to teach. The use
of the individual conference for any purpose not in harmony with this general principle of learning and teaching is open to
serious question. For example, the use of
the individual conference as a testing device
is in violation of the spirit of the Dalton
Plan.
This calls attentions to one of the danger
points in the Dalton Plan for that teacher
whose tendency it is to reduce teaching to
a system. For her the individual conference
is likely to have but two enumerators and
these are "helping" and "testing." The distribution formula may be "helping" conferences for the pupil until he has completed
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his preparation on a given assignment and
a "testing" conference at the end of his
preparation period. Upon close examination the inadequacy of any conference
schedule which approximates this outline is
clearly established because it has all of the
faults of over-emphasis as well as those of
the absence of emphasis. For example,
helping and testing conferences literally defined fail to include those other purposes
in education which possess powers of elevating the pupil's ambitions, of stimulating
more profound pupil interests, and of effecting freer and more comprehensive pupil activities than follow upon the teacher supplying the pupil with a quantity or body of
help on a given problem or upon the teacher
discovering the accuracy and scope of a
pupil's mastery of subject-matter.
This is not to gainsay the fact that the
use of the individual conference is largely
of teacher determination. On this account
it is desirable to raise the question of the
teacher's relationship to it. The answer may
most readily be expressed in terms of teacher functions. Incidentally these provide,
though inadequately, a classification of individual conferences on the basis of the
character of their aims.
As an approach to the statement of teacher functions it may be well to place emphasis on the fact that in the pupil-teacher
conference the teacher occupies a position
different from that of the teacher before her
class in the traditional school. Intimacy
succeeds remoteness: conversation supplants the lecture, or the formal questionanswer method; professional dignity surrenders something of itself to friendship.
There is no passing on of questions to the
next pupil. There can be no pupil evasion
of the issue. The tendency for the teacher
"to tell" is greatly diminished and for the
pupil to talk correspondingly increased.
Hence as one of the functions of the
teacher we have that of conversational
guidance. The thought of the pupil-teacher
conference needs to have intrinsic worth.
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Immediately this raises the issue of subjectmatter content and the teacher is face to
face with the fundamental problem of
curriculum making. It is true that the
teacher gave a partial answer to this problem in the contract (the written unit assignment), an answer containing a broad outline dotted with suggestive minutiae. But
at its best the contract is an incomplete
answer. In the conversations between the
pupil and the teacher there will always occur contract supplementations which involve
new subject-matter materials or old subjectmatter materials realigned and polished and
joined in new patterns. These constitute a
very real and important study for the teacher and in conversational guidance it is the
teacher's responsibility to guarantee the integrity of the materials employed in problem-solving. This is but another way of
saying that the conversation should develop
along lines of thought that are worth while.
In the entire venture of conversational guidance it is important that the teacher-talk,
as a general rule, be sparse and scattered.
It must needs be pointed, weighted with
meaning, penetrating, burdened with the
power to stimulate the person to whom it is
directed. With respect to pupil-talk, there
should be the maximum of it. The best
teacher-guidance will be the maximum of
pupil-guidance. Again it should be borne
in mind that the conference conversation
should center around problems that are
definite and challenging. If these problems
originate with the pupil the teacher who
hears them as a friend and companion is
indeed on the threshold of a teaching period
promising an adventure that is golden for
the pupil and profoundly inspiring to himself. The opportunity is worthy of the
artist.
Another function of the teacher in the
individual conference is to discover "the
pupil's interests, aptitudes and abilities."
There is little hope of reducing exploratory
activities to formulas due to the complex
character of the mental processes involved,
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the wide differences in types of subjectmatter and the failure of situations to repeat themselves. Exploratory efforts will
tend in conversation to take the form of
questions such as "What did you most enjoy doing on this contract?" Furthermore
the teacher may undoubtedly secure fairly
reliable information by observing the pupil
at work on a specific task assigned him to
do in the individual conference. The presence of satisfaction is significant; its absence, equally so.
The exploratory function suggests another. This is the function of pointing out
for the pupil, after his interest and abilities
are known, the approach to those activity
channels or avenues which promise growing
'satisfaction. An ambitious member of the
Senior Class possessed a keen interest in the
Spanish language. On one occasion his
teacher asked him if he would enjoy an outline study of Spanish architecture or of
Spanish literature. After thinking about
the question for a day, he reported a preference for Spanish literature. This suggests the parallel between the discovery and
settlement of a new country and the exploration and development of a pupil's interests.
Another teacher function in the individual conference is interpretation. There is
no doubt that often a pupil meets with a
problem he fails to understand. His failure
may be due to a number of things, sometimes to Indolence. But as a general rule
the failure may be properly charged to a
faulty background of experience. The
problem may be one involving the square
of the sum of two numbers, the definition of
a word, or the difference between the English and colonial views on representation.
Whatever the problem and whatever the
pupil's background of experience may be it
is the function of the teacher to bring the
two into a state of harmony. In doing this
the controlling principle for the teacher
should be the minimum of assistance in
order that the pupil may enjoy the widest
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possible lattitude in the exercise of his own
interests and abilities.
Closely associated with the function of
interpretation is that of discovering, analyzing and improving the pupil's habits of
work. Indeed it is open to question whether
there is a more vital task before the teacher
than that of directing attention to this matter. Reduced to its simplest terms the approach to the problem is a question which
elicits a pupil answer. If that answer be
inadequate the teacher is charged with finding the cause. It is in this process that the
teacher will discover the particular habit
employed by the pupil. Sincere teacher
effort directed without bias toward a study
of pupil habits will often reveal that the industrious workman is not always the efficient workman. Frequently it may show that
the "bright" pupil is not efficient. The first
is like the machine that produces little because of excess friction while the second is
too frequently operating on a part-time
basis. The teacher's objective is to discover
the pupil's technique; subject-matter is a
tool to assist in doing this. Once discovered
and understood the teacher is charged with
the responsibility of aiding the pupil improve his working skills. The only justification for the teacher who performs a task
for a pupil rests on the ground that it is a
technique example, other involved elements
being in correct balance. On any other occasion the teacher's business is not that of
answernig the pupil's question or solving
the pupil's problem but instead is that of
assisting the pupil to build a plan of work
by following which he will secure the answer or solution. It is therefore clear that
the way a pupil budgets his time, the frequency with which he seeks the teacher's
assistance, the degree of accuracy he possesses in performing operations, the character of his written work, as well as many
other factors are of the utmost concern to
the teacher as so many ways of approaching the task of habit recognition, of habit
analysis, and of habit improvement.
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AIRPLANES
No doubt testing should be given a place
as a teacher function in the individual conA Second Grade Unit in Transportation
ference. The formalities of testing should I. Generalizations
not have a prominent part in the program.
A. Airplanes are an important means of
The fact seems to be established that in the
transportation today.
traditional school the blue-book examination
B. Our airplanes are very different from
tends positively and immediately to emphathe first ones made.
size subject-matter mastery as an end when
C. Success in flying depends to a great
as a matter of fact the most fundamental
extent upon weather conditions.
things in life, habits and attitudes and inD. Some areas are better suited for
terest cultivation, are passed over as incilanding fields than are others.
dentals. If testing emphasis could be placed
E. Some pilots have become famous.
on these things, there would be improved
means of justification where it is resorted II. Attitudes to be Encouraged
A. A feeling of joy in independent,
to in a large way. However the emphasis
original work.
should be on the end and not on the means
B. A curiosity about new inventions.
which is the function of subject-matter, on
C. Respect and admiration for air
the outcome and not on the tool. It is unheroes and pioneers.
fortunate that the formal testing plan has
D.
Friendliness toward people of
made teachers generally successful in teachforeign lands.
ing many boys and girls they are failures.
The professional eye scanning the composi- III. Pupil Activities or Jobs
tion paper reflects an inner satisfaction
A. They will set up and answer probwhen the misplaced comma is recorded as a
lems about airplanes. The followsubtraction from one hundred. Pupils will
ing problem questions are suggestive:
always be tested by teachers just as per1. In what different ways are airsons in the different walks of life are tested.
planes used?
But it is to be hoped that a more humane
2. What are the different kinds of
way of treating the "failure" will be deairplanes ?
veloped for classroom use. Under any con3. Who made the first successful
sideration, as between the teacher and the
airplane ?
pupil in their conference, testing should be
4. How do winds and clouds affect
unobtrusive and incidental to the learning
flying ?
process. Whether it should ever be ac5. What sort of a place makes a
corded a place within the range of pupil
good landing field ?
consciousness is a question that is being
6. Who made the first trip across
raised more frequently than before.
the Atlantic?
R. B. Marston
7. How long did it take Dr. Eckner
to go round the world in a zeppelin ?
A headquarters staff of 125 members
B.
They
will make trips to landing fields,
conducts the business of the National Edumuseums,
exhibitions, and demoncation Association in an office building ownstrations.
ed by the Association in Washington, D. C.
C. They will make a model landingfield:
A teacher's faith in his procedures is a
1. Airplanes and zeppelins.
very potent factor in determining his suc2. Apparatus of ropes and pulleys
cess.—Walter S. Monroe.
for flying airplanes.

